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of atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of

Hiroshimaand Nagasaki, which forced the sur-
render of Japan and the end of World War 11, has occa-
sioned much comment, introspection, and controversy.
Thediscussion and acrimony surrounding the National
Air and Space Museum’ sexhibit of the Enola Gay, the
B-29that dropped the bomb on Hiroshima, heightened
the controversy and intensified the spotlight on Presi-
dent Harry S Truman’ sdecision to employ the atomic
bomb against Japan.

Context has often been neglected in the enormous
outpouring of commentary on the rationale behind
Truman'sdecision. Thetwo crucial contexts surround-
ing the Truman decision are the evolution of Ameri-
can strategic bombing policy and the situation in the
Pacific war in the spring and summer of 1945 as seen
by both Truman and the Japanese.

Perhaps the most important element to be remem-
bered inthelong evolution of strategic bombing policy
isthat strong continuity existed between the Roosevelt
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and Truman administrations. Long before the Japa-
nese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt (FDR), outraged at the savagery of the
Japanese Imperial Army’sonslaught in Chinaand at
Nazi Germany’s offensive in Europe, had requested
that the US Army Air Corps, headed by Mg Gen Henry
H. (“Hap”) Arnold, begin preparationsto build amas-
sive American air force. Roosevelt, aformer assistant
secretary of the Navy, astutely determined that airpower
would constitute adecisive element in any forthcom-
ing conflict between the Western democracies and to-
talitarianism. Long harboring asympathetic view to-
wardsthe suffering of the Chinese people at the hands
of the Japanese military, FDR thought that in the event
of war with Japan, it would be most important that the
United States havethe capability to strike the Japanese
home islands and urban areas with long-range, land-
based bomber aircraft.

Thekey to FDR’ sstrategy rested on the success of
theVery Long Range Project—the devel opment of the
B-29. Although someArmy Air Forces (AAF) lead-
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ersconsidered the B-29 a“ three-billion-dollar gamble,”
General Arnoldintensively pressed itsdevelopment and
production. Thisrevolutionary aircraft, agreat advance
over the B-17 and B-24 |ong-range bombers, became
Arnold’ sgreat obsession. Withironwill, Arnoldfired
subordinates who failed to share hisurgency, and he
drovethe big bomber through the devel opmental and
production cycles.

Genera Arnold awaysviewed the B-29 astheonly
weapon with which the United States could “hope to
exert pressure against Japan without long and costly
preliminary operations.” t After Americaentered World
War 11 against Germany and Japan, Arnold determined
that the B-29 should be used against Japan: “If B-29's
are first employed against targets other than against
Japan, the surprise element will be lost, and the Japs
will take the necessary actionsto neutralize potential
useablebases.”?

Both FDR and Truman emphasized very clearly to
Marshall and Arnold that everything should be done
to end thewar with Japan asquickly aspossible, with
theleast loss of American and Allied lives.

President Roosevelt and Gen George C. Marshall,
Army chief of staff, strongly supported the difficult
development and production of the B-29 (grave prob-
lemsarose, andin anything lessthan aglobal conflict,
the production assembly lines would have been shut
down); they also supported itsemployment against the
Japanese homeislands. Both FDR and Marshall were
extraordinarily strong advocates of strategic bombing.
They constantly put enormous pressure on Arnold to
bomb Japan (thus, the genesis of the raid by Lt Col
Jimmy Doolittle against Tokyo in early 1942).
Roosevelt stated publicly that the Axis powerswould
be bombed heavily, and he became increasingly ap-
palled over the atrocities and savagery—indeed, the
hol ocaust—being committed by the Japanese Imperial
Army inEast Asia®

Arnold, who suffered several heart attacks during
thewar (he was constantly admonished by Marshall to
slow down), reacted by tirelessly driving himself and
the Air Staff. He believed that the war with Japan pre-
sented the AAF with the opportunity finally to prove
that amodern nation such as Japan could be driven out
of thewar without necessitating an invasion.

In Mg Gen CurtisE. LeMay, Arnold found the
man he wanted to lead the B-29 strategic campaign
against Japan. In early 1945, the campaign had lagged
from the Mariana Islands, and Arnold relieved Brig
Gen Haywood (“ Possum”) Hansell infavor of LeMay.
General Arnold insisted on results. LeMay was an
outstanding bomber tactician; moreover, he was an

operator and ahard driver. Inthe European strategic
campaign, he had displayed outstanding |eadership.

Asiswell known, LeMay in March 1945 switched
from high-altitude, precision bombing to alow-level
incendiary campaign that began on 9-10 March 1945
withtheincendiary strike on Tokyo—the most destruc-
tive bombing attack of World War Il. Itisimportant
to emphasize that the incendiary attacks against Japa-
nese cities in the spring of 1945 were supported and
acclaimed by America swar |eadership, starting with
President Roosevelt and General Marsnall. Inlate 1944
and early 1945, Roosevelt wasincreasingly occupied
with the Pacific war, extraordinarily knowledgeable
about itsdetailsand movement, and preoccupied about
the potential costin American lives should aninvasion
benecessary. Heinfactimplored Marshall to deliver
adecisiveblow.

Asregardsthe question of why the AAF sopera-
tional bomb commanders in the Pacific had carte
blanchein strategy and tactics, the clear answer isthis:
Both FDR and Truman emphasized very clearly to
Marshall and Arnold that everything should be doneto
end thewar with Japan asquickly aspossible, with the
least loss of American and Allied lives. Thisfactis
the overwhelming, constant thread between Roosevelt
and Truman, and it underlies President Truman’ sdeci-
sion making between June and August 1945. 1t cannot
be overemphasized.

When Truman called his military chiefs to the
White House on 18 June 1945, uppermost in hismind
werethe mounting American casualtiesin the Pacific
island campaigns. Most revealing of Truman’s mind-
set—and frequently neglected by historians—wasAdm
William Leahy’ s memorandum of 14 June calling the
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to thismeeting. Leahy in-
formed the JCSthat Truman wanted

an estimate of the time required and an estimate of the
lossesin killed and wounded that will result from anin-
vasion of Japan proper.

Hewants an estimate of the time and the | osses that will
result from an effort to defeat Japan by isolation, block-
ade, and bombardment by seaand air forces. . . .

Itishisintention to make hisdecisions on the campaign
with the purpose of economizing to the maximum extent
possiblein the loss of American lives.

Economy in the use of time and in money cost is com-
paratively unimportant*

Inthe middle of June 1945, Okinawawastheone
campaign that Truman had foremost in hismind. It
had been a staggeringly bloody campaign that killed
or wounded about 49,000 Americans. Theferocity of
the Japanese defenders and the stunningly successful
Japanese use of kamikaze suicide planesgave Truman
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In November 1944, American war planes began bomb-ing the Japanese mainland from the Marianas | slands using high altitude
precision bombing techniques. Later, General LeMay switched to a low level incendiary cam-paign. The B-29 above headsto its

target asit crossesthe Tama River just west of Tokyo.

and the military leadership pause concerning potential
American casualtiesin an invasion of Kyushu (Opera-
tion Olympic), which Truman approved on 18 June for
1 November 1945. Based on the American casualty
rate of 35 percent for Okinawa—emphasized to Truman
during the meeting of 18 June 1945—the US could
suffer approximately 268,000 casualtiesin aKyushu
invasion, given the size of theinvading forces.®

Alsoforeboding to Truman werethefactsthat some
6,000 to 8,000 kamikaze planeswould be availableto
oppose aKyushu landing and that the Japanese could
count on morethan 2 million troopsto defend the home
islandswith great ferocity. Throughout World War I,
the US Navy had 34 ships sunk, 368 damaged, 4,907
sailorskilled, and 4,824 wounded from kamikaze at-
tacks. For approximately every seven kamikazes en-
countered, the Navy had aship sunk or damaged. The
fact was that Japanese hard-linersin the military and
the government wereinsisting on afight to thefinish,
with the objective of forcing a negotiated peace that
would modify or destroy the surrender policy of the
Truman administration. They emphasized the losses
that the Americans had suffered on Okinawa. TheUS
Army’smedical planfor Operation Olympic estimated
that total battle and nonbattle casualties (not including
dead) could be 394,859.

Also, thereading of Japan’ sdiplomatic traffic by
the United States through the so-called M agic inter-
ceptsindicated that retention of the emperor was not
the only impediment to peace. The Magic trafficindi-
cated that the Japanese were attempting to deal with

the Soviet Union to enable them to keep their prewar
empire. Moreover, thelmperial Army’ shigh command
was calling thetune. American intercepts of Japanese
military traffic, code-named Ultra, showed clearly that
the Japanese army had no intention of surrendering.
Infact, sincethe meeting of 18 June between Truman
and thejoint chiefs, Ultrapointed to alarge buildup of
Japanese troops on Kyushu. This situation lent cre-
denceto Truman’s admonition to his military chiefs
that he wanted to prevent “an Okinawafrom one end
of Japantothe other.”®

The Japanese failed to accept the Potsdam decl a-
ration calling for unconditional surrender, and Truman
ordered that the atomic bomb be dropped on Hiroshima
on 6 August 1945. But Japan did not surrender. Not
until asecond bomb was dropped on Nagasaki and not
until the Soviet Union declared war on Japan did the
Japanese war council even begin to debate surrender.
At a cabinet meeting on 9 August, after word of the
Nagasaki strike, Gen K orechika Anami, Japanese min-
ister of war, remarked that “we must fight the war
through to the end no matter how great the odds against
us!” Senior leaders of the Japanese army and navy
argued for acontinuation of thewar and sought to thwart
Emperor Hirohito’ seffortsto surrender to the Allies.
Subsequently, radical hard-linerstriggered abrief pal-
ace coup that resulted in the death of soldiersloyal to
the emperor and of rebellious officers who sought to
prevent him from broadcasting asurrender to the Al-
lies. Numerous senior Japanese officersand other of -
ficials—including Anami and Vice Adm Takajiro
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TheJapanesewar council did not begin to debate surrender until the second atomic bomb was dropped and the Soviet Union
declared war on Japan. The second nuclear weapon, of the“Fat Man” type pictured above, weighed about 10,000 pounds and
hasayield equivalent to approximately 20,000 tons of high explosives.

Onishi, father of the kamikaze force—committed hara-
kiri (ritual suicide) rather than surrender. The emperor
announced Japan’ s acceptance of surrender termson
15 August (Tokyo time). Thereafter, he sent mem-
bers of hisfamily to key military installations to en-
sure that militants would not continue thewar.

Had the atomic bombs not been used, would Japan
have surrendered prior to the invasion of Kyushu,
scheduled for 1 November 1945? This answer, of
course, cannot be determined. However, had the B-29
campaign continued for several more months, more
Japanesewould have been killed than at Hiroshimaand
Nagasaki. Indeed, it isdifficult to imagine any other
means whereby Japan could have surrendered with
casualties equivalent to or lessthan those experienced
at Hiroshimaand Nagasaki. Japan had been defeated
but was not willing to surrender. The Japanese mili-
tary and government were, in effect, holding their own
peoplehostage.

Both Hiroshimaand Nagasaki were, under theprin-
ciplesof international law, legitimate military targets
for attack. Both had extensive armament factoriesas
well aswar-related industries, and both contributed sig-
nificantly to Japanese military transportation networks.
Further, both had robust military establishments.
Hiroshima, for example, was the headquarters of the
Japanese Second Army—virtually destroyed in the
atomic bombing of thecity. Beyond thisrationale, the

decision to drop the atomic bomb on both of thesetar-
gets did not constitute an act of aggression against a
foe already reduced to impotence by Allied attack.
Indeed, in August 1945, fighting still raged acrossAsia
aninvasion of Maayawas planned for later inthe year.
In particular, hundreds of thousands of Allied prison-
erswerein mortal danger. By thistime, 43 percent of
the prisonersin Japanese hands (al most 400,000 cap-
tives) had died—a clear measure of the brutality of
Japaneseruleoverall. (Thetoll of Japaneseruleisap-
proximately 20 million dead.) Asrecent scholarship
has shown, clear evidence exists that, had the Allies
invaded, the Japanese would have slaughtered these
prisonersof war.” Alsoworthy of noteisthefact that
Japan had under way avigorous program to develop
an atomic bomb.®

It is fashionable to look back from today’s per-
spective and conclude that dropping the atomic bombs
was not necessary. President Harry Truman did not
possessthisluxury. Although militarily defeated, Ja-
pan was not willing to surrender. Factionsin the mili-
tary and the government were calling for afight to the
finish, eveninviting aninvasion and planning toinflict
enormous casualtieson the American forces. Truman
had aresponsibility to the military and to the people of
the United Statesto bring the Pacific war to an end and
to avoid theenormous casualtiesthat an invasion would
have cost.
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Had the atomic bombs not been used, would Japan
have surrendered prior to the invasion of Kyushu,
scheduled for 1 November 19457

Although revisionist historiansliketo claim that
most American historiansquestion Truman’ sdecision,
this statement is far from the truth. Many historians
believe—given the context of thetimeand Truman's
options—that the president made the correct decision.
Indeed, a survey conducted by the Organization of
American Historians showed that of 854 American his-
torianspolled, only six thought that dropping the bomb
wasa"“dark spot” in history.®

Clearly, had President Roosevelt lived, hewould
have undoubtedly made the same decision as did
Truman. Inthe context of thetime, both men, ascom-
mandersin chief, believed that the United States needed
to employ strategic bombing against the Axisnations
that were slaughtering millions and attempting to de-
stroy democracy. Truman, like FDR before him, be-
lieved deeply that the United States should, whenever
it wasfeasible, end thewar and save American lives.
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